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Within the context of relational art, the ongoing series, Maturity 
Playground, incorporates pre-fabricated playground components used as 
sculptural material. The use of slides, swings, trampolines, and merry-go-rounds 
has been disrupted.  These structures are manipulated through placement and 
colour to the point where they become socially tense or awkward situations for 
adults.  Playground structures in the art gallery subvert conventional notions of 
art, the understanding of appropriate behavior in an art environment and the 
understanding of play as an aesthetic element.  Such re-placement creates a 
disruption to the psychological associations attached to the activity of the object.  
In this new context, the works allow participation and promote the idea that play 
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Introduction 
Sculpture is spontaneous.  Not in the sense that it has a continuous 
viscosity, but that it becomes spontaneous when the expected ideas of the artist 
dissolve into an unforeseeable reception through public participation.  Shifting 
from a painting practice a few years ago, I began to notice that sculpture and 
installation art could potentially involve the public much more experientially 
than a work on canvas. 
Shifting to sculpture came about because of influential artists such as 
Allan Kaprow and the Fluxus art group.  Kaprow’s happenings of the 1960’s in 
which he staged spontaneous events with his audience and the public, combined 
with the games that the Fluxus group presented, opened up the possibility of a 
world of the unexpected and chance in my own work.  Kaprow’s “The Legacy 
of Jackson Pollock” manifesto will always guide my practice as he shifted the 
commonplace by discussing how everyday objects could be regarded as art.1  
 Vito Acconci and Richard Serra were equally influential.  Acconci 
understood the blur of art and life.  His early performance art involved the use of 
his own body in provocative situations.  Some of these included biting his own 
skin in a fierce manner to the point where he left imprints of his teeth onto his 
skin, in Trademarks from 1970,2 and in Following Piece 1969, Acconci would 
follow complete strangers off the street until they became unaccessible.3 Serra 
positioned massive steel walls in order to play with the viewer’s psychological 
and phenomenological orientation of space by manipulating the material’s 
bends, folds, and height in relation to the position of the viewer.4 He promoted a 
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physical experience for the viewer by focusing on the space and direction where 
one walks or stands in relation to his structures. 
 Physical participation was crucial to the experience of these works.  
Participation in sculpture allows the public to become actively and physically 
involved with the work.  What interests me is how an object can become 
activated when a viewer approaches it and how a person can become reflected 
within this activation.  For the past two years I have developed a practice of 
taking everyday pre-fabricated objects linked to childhood and modifying their 
conventional function to the point that they create disorienting situations for 
adults.  When approaching and experiencing this modified playground 
equipment in an art gallery, the works present opportunities for people to rethink 
their psychological and social associations with these objects. 
I have recently been interested in using playground components in my 
work.  In the public sphere, playground equipment is found in parks.  The 
exhibition Maturity Playground presents the opportunity and a context for adults 
to engage in play by allowing them to interact with the playground equipment 
normally used only by children.  It is an attempt to re-engage an art viewing 
public that is largely adult, in something lost in the seemingly arbitrary division 







What is interesting in park history is that such grounds were not intended 
at first for children.  In the book People Places: Design Guidelines for Urban 
Open Space, the chapter on Neighborhood Parks provides an introduction of 
Galen Cranz’ park history.  In 1982, Cranz, a professor of architecture, traced 
back four phases of park growth: the pleasure ground from 1850-1900, the 
reform park from 1900-1930, the recreation facility from 1930-1965, and the 
open space system from 1965 to the current date.5 The Industrial Revolution of 
the 1800’s with its emphasis on creating urban populations of industrial and 
factory workers promoted the creation of an area for these workers to escape 
daily life and therefore pleasure grounds began appearing at the outer edges of 
cities, composed of long walks, grass, trees, and water. These grounds allowed 
people to come into contact with nature because this was lacking in the daily 
urban industrial setting.  Cranz identifies the reform park as the first truly urban 
park as it was a located area within the city and thus attracted local groups of 
families and children.  The urban park came about from a social movement 
occurring at the time to help the life of communities in neighborhoods.  The 
recreation facility incorporated an interest in athletes and large fields for sports.  
The open space system characterizes our current parks and reflects a love for 
urban living.  These grounds usually combine the three previous park phases in 
one single area.  Cranz stated that parks were created because of the social 
community dilemmas of the areas where they were built.6 The erection of parks 
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was intended to help the local community by allowing people a place to 
congregate and socialize. 
 Toward the end of the 1800’s, society began to identify play as a 
legitimate childhood activity in the public sphere by introducing playground 
equipment.  In her book American Playgrounds, Susan Solomon describes the 
reasons why children’s play was given public attention through playground 
structures: 
 
“Freestanding purpose-built American playgrounds, in place 
by the 1880s, resulted from demands that were often 
overlapping: crime prevention, character building, and just 
plain exercise.  The role of the playgrounds in the integration 
of immigrants into a common society has been studied only 
recently.  The playground, particularly during the 
Progressive reform movement of the early 1900s, benefited 
from the widespread belief that play was child’s work.  John 
Dewey’s theories, which portrayed children as miniature 
adults who had to adapt to their environment by actively 
exploring it, functioned as an important source for this 
conception.  Children not engaged in their own profession 
were believed to stray into delinquency.  A slightly different 
stance maintained that physical activity, especially muscle 
control, had a moral dimension that would create better 
citizens.”7 
 
 But who designs these structures for parks?  Not only architects, 
engineers, and city planners, but also artists.  Sculptors have a history in 
playground design.  In the 1940’s, Isamu Noguchi, a Japanese artist who moved 
to America, was the first sculptor to try to get New York City park commissions 
because of his innovative slide and earth mound designs that incorporated the 
natural curves of the earth into his playgrounds.8 In 1953, Egon Moller-Nielson 
from Europe was the first successful sculptor to get park commissions from the 
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American company Creative Playthings and their division Play Sculptures, 
which marked the mixing of sculpture and playground design.9 In 1954, 
Creative Playthings had associations with the Museum of Modern Art in New 
York (MOMA) and together created a countrywide “Play Sculpture 
Competition” that received over 350 sculpture entries that were playground 
equipment proposals which also were public sculptures.10 At the time, it was 
believed that if children played on sculptures they could grow to be more 
educated future art patrons.11 Sculpture and playground design was featured 
again in 1967, when the November/December cover of Art in America 
incorporated a reference to play equipment.  The MOMA New York supported 
this second surge in interest by funding artists’ playground projects.12  
 There is currently another wave of sculptors who are interested in 
playgrounds.  Although, the difference now is that artists are taking equipment 
and placing it into the art realm while in park history, artists were fabricating an 
art object to place it in a public area that was not considered an art environment.  
Contemporary sculptors and their projects that come to mind are Carsten 
Höller’s Test Site13, using slides as useful transportation devices, Lyla Rye’s 
Topsy-Turvy14, depicting playground components as architectural fantasies, and 
Carla Zaccagnini’s Variable Effect Chain Reaction15, using playgrounds to 
promote play as a method for exchange between people.  These artists use 
playgrounds to create participatory situations for people of any age.  Extending 
from their practice, I take playground equipment as sculptural material and bring 
it into the sphere of art to give form to my ideas. 
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Play Theory and Play Outcome 
The subject that is at the core of my work is play. The concept of play is 
not confined to childhood nor does it disappear as people age.  Play is 
continuous throughout life, however some forms of play are heightened in 
adulthood and others in childhood.  Karl Groos gave an account of this in his 
study, The Play of Man, from 1901.  Groos mentioned adult play in several 
forms.  The first is exercise and an active engagement with sport-like activities 
that cannot be achieved in childhood, as Groos stated that this type of play is 
“pursued reflectively, scientifically”.16 The second is love and sexual 
relationships that is not of interest to children.17 The third is an avid appreciation 
for social gatherings and festivals where, Groos declared, adults achieve the 
strongest sociality through dancing, fighting, and drinking alcohol as excitable 
forms of social play.18 The fourth is the social aspect in general which is based 
on a human need to relate to others.19 Adults are concerned with these four 
points in terms of playful activities.  Play is not given up nor is it lost as people 
mature.  It simply shifts to another form. 
 “Play Theory”, introduced by the Dutch historian Johan Huizinga in 
1938, is the theory that human culture arises from playing.20 In order for play to 
occur, three characteristics must exist. Firstly, that play demonstrates an act of 
freedom; secondly, that it is found outside the ordinary; and thirdly, that it holds 
its own time.21 What happens when these three components are placed in the 
sphere of Maturity Playground? An act of spontaneity is introduced into the 
work through interactivity.  Although the work is open ended there are definitely 
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rules to play. Once someone walks into the installation, one is crossing into a 
realm of play and outside ordinary life.  Lastly, a visitor can experience a lapse 
of time when interacting and playing with the work. 
A very important element that arises when considering time spent with 
my work is repetition.  Huizinga discusses repetition as the inner structure of 
play, since activities can always be repeated.22 Repetition is indeed a sculptural 
element; in fact it is one that can occur in any art form.  What act does repetition 
perform in art?  Simply put, it gives comfort to the viewer who experiences 
recognizable patterns.  However, there are different kinds of repetition: there is 
this repetition of patterns in art and there is the one found in play; that of seeking 
out something over and over again which signifies a loss of time. In play and art, 
repetition does the same thing: it captivates us and holds us in a space of 
amusement.  
The swing sculpture, Maturity Correlation, is an example of repetition 
and social play. Swinging is one of the most universal forms of play as it 
produces “hypnotic” repetitive action that can trigger meditative thought in the 
player.23 For the swing sculpture, two swings face each other.  The visitor can 
visualize the tension as well as the play inherent in the work.  The swing is a 
way to allow participants the chance to swing in relation to another person, 
thereby introducing direct sociality and regulating swinging as an action of trust.  
Using the swing in art is not new.  Vito Acconci used it in several 
political installations from the 1970’s depicting American patriotism.  He used it 
in Another Candy Bar From GI Joe (1977) where the visitor was invited to sit 
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on the swing seat, triggering a recording of troublesome music, and Instant 
House (1980) where the visitor was also invited to sit on the swing seat to 
activate the movement of four walls placed around the swing.24 Carsten Höller 
used the swing as well in an earlier work from 1992, Hard, Hard to be a Baby, 
where he installed a children’s swing on the edge of a skyscraper, creating a 
dramatic tension because of its location in space and the implied association of 
harm to children, suggesting risk and danger.25  
 Another issue dealt with in the Maturity Playground is play outcome, 
which is what people regard as achievement or satisfaction and is often found in 
play as a motivation for one’s actions.  The work presents people with situations 
to deal with: the sculptural objects are not complete givens.  They allow people 
to make them function to their advantage or disadvantage.  The work’s outcome 
lies in the decisions the participants, for they are the ones that see the work as a 
situation to use to their potential. 
However, not everyone will mount the work in this series.  Visitors can 
be divided into two groups: the first group involves those who come to the work 
and view it.  The second group is composed of those who decide to take it upon 
themselves to interact with the work.  The people in the second group appear to 
feel that seeing the work’s form acts as an invitation to play.  There is no right or 
wrong way to respond to the work.  One can see and think of the possible 
implications of play and danger just as one can act out the action they think is 
still there.  Since both sides need to be satisfied, neither side can take 
precedence.  I can neither put up a sign in the space which states, “DO NOT 
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USE”, nor a sign that states “VIEWER’S PARTICIPATION IS IMPERATIVE 
TO UNDERSTANDING THE SCULPTURE”.  Viewers would have objections 
to these statements, as would I.  However, given my background as a painter and 
the reason I shifted to sculpture for its experiential potential, I feel that viewing 
is not as engaging as participating.  Looking at a work and imagining play is not 
the same as physically acting it out. Returning to Allan Kaprow, his work was 
seen as promoting participation as play and in regards to his non-theatrical 
environments, Jeff Kelley provides an insight into the difference of thinking 
about play and actually playing,  
 
“A plan is not the same as its enactment, however; one is an 
invitation to play and the other is actually playing.  While the 
invitation is meaningful as metaphor, the enactment of the 
invitation generates meaning as experience.  The spectator 
‘embodies’ the metaphor by enacting the plan, and it is this 
embodiment that constitutes our participation in the work.”26 
 
Regarding the reception of the Maturity Playground, people need to be able to 
interact with the sculptures because they are experiential, however, it’s not about 
the artist choosing a side for the visitor.  It’s about what the viewer or participant 
is willing to do and the artist being open to the unexpected. 
Daniel Olson is a Canadian artist who uses play in his work.  He takes 
toys and manipulates them to the point where their function has shifted or that 
they hold an added element not normally embedded or attached to them.  He 
asks, “What shall we do?”27 His work questions what is presently around us and 
how we understand things.  Likewise, it conjures up some of the reasons why 
people use toys.  In my work, sometimes people activate the playgrounds and 
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therefore play in order to work out the situation at hand.  I’m not asking the 
same question as Olson. Rather, I am constantly questioning the social and 
psychological function in relation to the art object by proposing how we can 
make use of something. 
Self-reflective adoption is apparent and crucial to the work.  People need 
to be able to see themselves in relation to the sculptures.  Gabriel Orozco is a 
sculptor interested in participatory in-between spaces and presents such fused 
spaces when he exhibits reconfigured games, such as Ping Pond Table, where he 
extended a game of ping-pong to incorporate four tables rather than two and 
placed a pond in the middle of them.28 Likewise, I want to present people with a 
social situation so that they can make use of it and become reflexive in the 
viewing and participating experience. A common response from people when 
approaching the swing set structure, Maturity Correlation, is, “Can we try this?  
We want to see if we can do it.”29 People want to interact with the pieces to 
attempt to achieve something; to challenge each other, to relate to one another, 
to experience playing with the objects and within the art environment, and to 
move their bodies with the form of the works.  Carsten Höller, a German 
installation artist using playground and carnival equipment, has stated this 
perception in a very interesting manner, “It is not you and the object: the object 
and you are you.  It’s all about you.  But I should say, it’s all ‘yous’.  Because 
there is no one you, but always at least two yous.”30 Reflection is tied to the 




The reason that I encourage interactivity is because I am interested in the 
value of experience, the use of an object, and the opportunity for people to 
engage in play. To begin with pre-fabricated childhood objects evoke memories 
of social play and exhibit cultural play. When people use the sculptures they 
leave marks or scratches giving usage a trace.   
The idea of mark-making has historical precedence.  The American art 
critic Rosalind Krauss first documented mark-making in art.31 Krauss wrote of 
this as a trace or imprint made by the artist, such as produced by Marcel 
Duchamp32, and also in regards to the exhibition “Rooms” that opened P.S.1 in 
New York in May 1976. This exhibition of 1970’s artists investigated the ways 
by which institutional critique could rupture the architecture of the gallery.33 Her 
idea of the index of the 1970’s is currently shifting to a new position: artists are 
no longer concerned with providing their mark, but are rather concerned with 
providing a platform for the participant to leave one.  Obviously, this is not 
evident in all current sculpture, however it is evident when considering Nicolas 
Bourriaud’s term Relational Aesthetics: art that takes as its point of departure 
forms of interactivity involving the public and which promotes a use over 
contemplation of the art object or situation.34 
The imprint is an important part of my work. The participant makes a 
mark on a structure and this imprint then becomes noticeable by each 
subsequent participant.  What is essential to pinpoint is that this can lead to 
imitation, which is a concept in play whereby one person will copy the activity 
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of another for experiential purposes driven by a desire to mimic another while 
achieving personal satisfaction.35 An example is Maturity Bend’s shoe marks on 
its sliding surface.  Maturity Bend is a slide sculpture that has an irregular rising 
second bend within its form.  Each time someone has the courage to slide, the 
sculpture’s surface accumulates each mark that people leave as a trace of their 
participation.  
Use and participation are at the core of Nicolas Bourriaud’s Relational 
Aesthetics, although the Maturity Playground does not necessarily exist solely 
in that sphere.  Rather, it is somewhere between Relational Aesthetics and the 
term Relational Antagonism because it takes from both discussions.  In 1998, 
Nicolas Bourriaud coined the term Relational Aesthetics describing art that 
began appearing in the 1990’s, concerned with interactivity and an attempt to 
provide an ideal state for the visitor in the art environment.  In 2004, the British 
historian Claire Bishop decided to study this and published an article stating that 
Relational Aesthetics was in fact too happy and only concerned with 
entertaining the public rather than presenting a critical discourse on art.  She 
coined the term Relational Antagonism to look at the artists who Bourriaud did 
not mention: ones presenting a form of hostility through their work by 
introducing relations of distance between people in a political, social, or cultural 
matter.36 She did not stop there.  In 2006, she published another article claiming 
that some relational artists could well be accused of exploiting their public 
because of forced actions which are designed to meet expected realizations of 
the artist rather than the artist answering to their public.37 In 2007, the theorist 
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Rustom Bharucha published an article studying the limits of both Relational 
Aesthetics and Antagonism and brought to the picture two issues:  one was that 
relational art was at times too easy and he thought that artists needed to get 
around this in order to present critical work: 
“One needs to complicate the easy going affirmation of 
generosity in art practices in order to inscribe some much 
needed pain in the actual acts of intervening, interacting and 
collaborating in public spaces.”38 
 
The other was a suggestion to artists that they should not be fearful of the 
unexpected in the course of an artwork: 
“One needs to be critically alert to that moment of 
discomfiture when such conditioned responses are derailed 
by impossibility. The ‘impossible’ is that moment in the 
beyond which signals the radical departure of art practice 
from the predictability of its protocols and expectations.”39 
 
Bharucha was discussing the impact of spontaneity that could benefit 
contemporary art practice in terms of its public perception, and could lead to a 
better understanding of the blurring of art and life. 
 The concepts of discomfort and spontaneity get played out in my 
practice through the wide range of viewer interaction and involvement with the 
work.  The playground sculptures can elicit a pleasurable and excitable 
realization for some, because people experience joy around the work, but at 
other times people experience withdrawal, shock, embarrassment or anger. 
These moods and feelings are usually expressed by the public as an end result of 
the work, either by looking but especially by playing.  Others feel this way 
immediately when walking into the installation.  The first thing that strikes the 
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viewer is the prevailing tension in each piece, which could lead to the space 
being interpreted as hostile.  Allowing participation is to allow people the ability 
to deal with the tension in front of them.  Since this participation is voluntary, 
there are no grounds for exploitation.  There is no forced participation.  Not all 
visitors actually experience joy or want to participate.  Some have called the 
work hostile and dangerous just as many others have called it playful and fun.  
The Maturity Playground is indeed a relational exhibition for its potential of 
engagement, however, people do not always want to relate to each other.  Thus, 
the social relations arising from this series are in constant flux and are 
unpredictable.  Even when works involve one person, that person is always 
conscious of other people watching and the relations that can occur because of 
this are also spontaneous. 
It is interesting to present people with an unpredictable situation through 
sculpture.  Allowing physical interaction can potentially lead to an adrenaline 
rush.  This is evident in the carnival works by Gelitin art group.  For example, 
they set up a roller coaster in a gallery in Italy and invited people to ride it.40 
This group wanted to induce a heart pumping risk factor when physically 
experiencing the work.   Participation allows for a heightened understanding of 
the work because the body is in motion, moving through time and space and is 
coming into physical contact with the piece.  The Dutch artist John Kormeling 
will often employ a sense of physicality within his pieces.  For Mobile Fun 
(Drive-in Ferris Wheel) (2000) Kormeling redesigned a Ferris wheel, which 
allows people to drive their vehicle onto it and take a ride while staying 
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stationary in their vehicle.  Kormeling was proposing new heights and 
associations to the activity of the car as well as the ride.  When this piece was 
exhibited at the Power Plant in Toronto in the summer of 2004, there were 
existing vehicles on the Ferris wheel.41 To give people the opportunity to mount 
such structures opens up a whole new experience. 
My approach to experiential participatory engagement with sculpture is 
to allow people to physically engage with structures that have a certain 
psychological tension.  The Maturity Playground presents the same object or a 
portion of an object doubled, which produces tension and a conversation that 
occurs between the doubled objects and between people and the objects.  A push 
and pull strain or stress between the objects is produced because of their 
proximity to one another. For example, for Maturity Spin, two public 
playground merry-go-rounds are placed next to each other and touch. Two 
merry-go-rounds placed side-by-side do not exist in actual playgrounds.  The 
object gets doubled in relation to the direction of where the body will go when 
interacting with it, so the merry-go-rounds are side-by-side and not placed one 
on top of the other.  The object’s form is purposely reconfigured to create a 
tension of potential of danger within the works.  However, what is essential to 
note is that when people interact with the work, it is not to act out the danger but 
to work around it.  People do not intentionally want to injure each other.  They 
want to deal with the situation that the sculptures present and work it out.  The 




Overall, my process is not comprised of working in my studio for hours 
meticulously constructing my pieces. Rather it is a very social one and cannot 
occur without communication, planning, or working with others in order that an 
exhibition is realized.  Like the work’s reception of a social context, the 
production is social and the imprint of the artist does not really exist. 
The Maturity Playground series began with a completely fabricated 
object of a slide.  Found objects are being used, deconstructed, and assembled, 
as pre-fabricated material is acquired, parts are removed, added, or simply 
manipulated by placement.  Maturity Bend (slide) does not incorporate any 
actual commercial playground components into the sculpture.  Engineering 
technicians constructed it.  Maturity Correlation (swings) includes commercial 
swing seats, chains, and clasps.  Maturity Reach (trampolines) includes entirely 
commercial equipment and Maturity Spin (merry-go-rounds) incorporates 
commercial equipment with a fabricated base. The slide was the playground 
structure that started this series, but I was constantly thinking about its end result 
and that it had to be as specific as possible to resemble a real slide with an added 
disruption.  Soon after the slide, the idea of starting projects with pre-fabricated 
and altered objects that were designed for public play seemed more coherent.  
Using these objects I felt would make them interesting for adults.  The series 
represents an opportunity for people to use play as a form of working out life’s 
complexities: the swing is based on trust, the slide is based on a disappointment, 
the trampolines are based on achieving an nervous goal, and the merry-go-
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rounds are based on being sick and annoyed of life situations that go nowhere.  
There is more sense now that the sculptures incorporate pre-fabricated 
components, for this demonstrates a shift to the original meaning of the objects. 
The beginning of my artistic production depends on the ability to find 
sources that still manufacture the material components needed.  Once products 
arrive at my studio they are catalogued and their formal qualities are noted.  
They can either stay in the studio, be shipped to either an engineering facility for 
the form to be altered, or are acceptable enough to go straight to the exhibition 
location. Work gets stored and categorized and it remains in storage until it is 
shown again.  Projects are installed differently depending on the space of the 
show. 
Colour also plays a vital role in production as it functions to identify the 
implications of the structures to viewers/participants.  The colours employed in 
the work are taken from the public sphere, such as those found in construction 
sites, on street signs, or in areas where public safety needs highlighting. What is 
interesting is that such colours are also found on playground structures.  The 
colours used are known as Safety colours.  ‘Safety Yellow’ is the most suitable 
to use at the moment for the work because this colour on a public sign means to 
proceed but with caution and awareness.  Likewise, it does the same for the 
work.  It matches the content and form of the sculptures.  Michael Beutler is an 
artist who makes use of the same colour for his PECAFIL public intervention 
sculptures, as a way for viewers to take notice of the contrast of the objects 
within the space they are placed in.42 Unlike using the colour to project a 
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noticeable contrast in space, I use yellow as it is associated with memory of 
placement:  yellow is used in construction sites because it has a hold on the eyes 
and therefore helps a construction worker remember where an item was placed 
in the course of an action or engagement with material.43 The yellow object 
becomes ingrained in the construction worker’s eye for a period of time so that 
he or she will remain aware of a situation.  I am using this awareness of 
placement in the work. 
The scale of the work is important because it needs to match and 
reference the human body in order to accommodate people.  Works have to be 
large enough to accommodate any body size and need to be durable.  Even if 
people view the work and do not participate, they have to be able to imagine 














The Maturity Playground combines art and play and gives visitors an 
opportunity to participate.  Playground components are objects of cultural 
significance used as sculptural material in order to present a situation that offers 
a dialogue between play and social tension.  The works can form relationships of 
trust, relations of distance, and can propose psychological and social behavior 
associated with the activity of the object.  Situated within the contemporary art 
context of relational form, my work invites people to experience play with the 
objects used in the sculptures and allows them to involve themselves in a 
physical way within the art environment.  An active physical engagement with 
the work was an issue that Allan Kaprow saw as an essential choice to be made 
by the visitor and encouraged by the artist.  Kaprow was pushing and striving 
for life to meld into sculpture and sculpture into life so that the public would not 
feel reserved in an art setting but would freely and actively interact with the art. 
The Maturity Playground has been based on such aspirations and a desire to 
bring them into a specific situation.  Incorporating play into art will not only 
continue where Kaprow’s ideas left us, it will push these foundations further 
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